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			But leave me a little love,

			A voice to speak to me in the day end,

			A hand to touch me in the dark room

			Breaking the long loneliness.

			In the dusk of day-shapes

			Blurring the sunset,

			One little wandering, western star

			Thrust out from the changing shores of shadow.

			Let me go to the window,

			Watch there the day-shapes of dusk

			And wait and know the coming

			Of a little love.

			—CARL SANDBURG, “AT A WINDOW”
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			soli

		

	
		
			prologue

			Clara, patron saint of television and eye disease, stood three feet tall in the church at the end of the road. The road was known generally as la calle, for it was the only one in the village. Scattered along it were one church, one store, and a one-room schoolhouse, recently closed. The road sprouted caminos and footpaths as it went, and ended in a small square, where the town hall stood, and a cantina with the town’s only television, which sat atop a folding table. When the men weren’t hunched around it watching fútbol, it spun lazy afternoon offerings of love and betrayal, murder and long-lost sons.

			Clara, beauty of Assisi, nobleman’s daughter, ran away one night to a friar at the roadside, was brought to Saint Francis, and shorn. Her hair fell like corn silk to the ground and she traded her dress for a rough brown habit. She walked barefoot and lived in silence and begged for her daily bread. But she didn’t mind. She’d fallen in love with something larger than her world.

			Clara was ill one day, Papi said, and couldn’t go to Mass. She lay faded in her bed, and what flickered on her wall but a vision of the daily service, from processional to homily to Eucharist? And so they made her the patron of eye disease, because what could have visited her but a dance of glaucomic flashes? And then television came along and needed a patron, and the pope said Clara. And how about the time, Papi once said, when she faced down an invading army, alone at the convent window with nothing but the sacrament in hand? Now Clara spent her days tucked into a dim chapel. Day in, day out, alone in the shadows, and if anyone did visit, it was only because they wanted something.

			But that night was La Noche del Maíz. The village priest brought her down from her perch and wiped tenderly her web of whisper-fine cracks. He wrapped her in finery, silk robes and nylon flowers, and loaded her on her platform. Four strong men raised her high and she wobbled down the road but didn’t fall—not once had she fallen—and so it began: a line of altar boys, a trumpet’s cry, the swing of a cloud-belching censer.

			Fine for a saint, thought Solimar, to wait all year for a single tromp through the village. Fine for a saint to spend all of eternity with her mouth shut, her feet still. Solimar Castro Valdez was no saint. She was breaking out. She’d come out that evening to meet a man, not a friar. His name was Manuel. He owned a car and a passport—the right kind—and he’d be taking her away from this place. And he was there. Right there in Santa Clara Popocalco.

			For months, the idea of leaving had lain dormant. But it was stirring now, snuffling to life. Every cell in her body strained against its casing. It was time to leave. It was time.

			Manuel would meet her at the entrance to the town hall. Slowly, slowly, the procession moved on. She walked hand in hand in hand with her mother and father. She squeezed their papery old fingers and pulled harder with each step. When they turned a corner, she spotted the clock tower by the church. Seven minutes late already. She flung off her parents’ hands. “See you there!” she cried, and ran.

			At the town hall doors: no Manuel. No one who looked like he owned an American passport. A man like that would have to be handsome—not that handsome mattered, not when all she wanted was the land beyond the border, except that she was eighteen and helpless against the nether-murmur of romance.

			At the town hall doors, breathless still, she waited. Papi found her and brought her a plate of tamales, which she was too jumbled inside to eat. Mama would be milling through the village plaza and finding old friends from nearby towns, stretching spools of gossip that had begun a month, a year, a decade before.

			As the sky dimmed, drums and horns throbbed through the square. Drink had been drunk and around her the village swarmed with new faces: Where had they come from? A pair of teenagers leaned and kissed against a tree, a flutter of children linked arms in a circle, running themselves off their feet, a perilous carousel of arms and legs and fevered teeth. Still, no Manuel. She felt she should smoke a cigarette, though she’d never tried one before. She believed a cigarette would make her feel like less of a fool.

			Never had she seen so many people here in her little village. Most days, it seemed the world had forgotten Santa Clara Popocalco. It was the sort of place that existed only because no larger town had cared to claim it. It lay dry and hollow, anchored to this earth by the Sierra Norte to the east, Oaxaca City to the west. Every morning a cold front rolled in from a distant shore. It collided with the hillside and smothered the valley in fog that smelled faintly, sweetly of corn. Every afternoon, the sun burned through the fog and houses regained their low and addled forms.

			Popocalco offered no work, only the growing and eating of a few stalks of corn. When the money left, the people followed, except for the very poor and very old, who still grew crops to feed themselves and sell in local markets, who gurgled through the village square every morning and in the evenings, visiting the church, nodding to the faces, always the same faces, and napping and cooking and eating and washing, sweeping their front steps each day, not exactly waiting to die, Soli believed, but not quite living, either.

			For too long, she’d pushed away the thought of leaving. Papi! She was his only one. And Mama. Mama would crawl into bed and never crawl out. But decay had spread like the valley fog, until it found its way to Soli. She’d breathed so much of it in that she couldn’t breathe it out again. She was filling up with silence and heavy bones. She was eighteen. And then, the letter from Silvia. Inside, somewhere between her chest and chin, a seed split open to the sun and she began to wonder: Could she? And how? And eventually: When? And why not? And how soon? Her life lay elsewhere. If she stayed in Popocalco, she’d be staying for them, the gentle old souls, her mother and father and the sullen corn, watching all those lives wind down to their modest end.

			The fireworks family entered the square, pushing the castillo de luces, a tower of scaffolding rigged with rockets and sparklers.

			In the big picture, Popocalco was nowhere. In the big picture, it was a thin and spiny stretch of the past.

			She waited for an hour at the church door, until all her readiness had been sighed away. Papi wandered off. She stood deflated and alone, certain she’d missed Manuel by seven minutes. A brass band began to play, the somber nasal tune Soli had heard every year, for as long as she could remember, at La Noche del Maíz. She closed her eyes. Applause. She didn’t need to open them to know that a teenage boy was climbing the castillo, lifting a fiery pole to the highest joints of the tower. In a moment, the first sparks would pinwheel through the night. And they would begin, one small explosion followed by the next, a rapturous storm.

			Punctuality. Seven minutes. Time was religion in America, Papi had warned. If she’d missed her chance by seven minutes, it was her own wretched fault.

			But then, a layer beneath the noise, a rustle. “Solimar.” She opened her eyes. At first, all she saw were the bushy jut of his chin and the gleam of hair slicked back. He could have been the Devil in the firelight, for all she could see. He stepped forward. Papi, all at once, beside her. He shook Papi’s hand.

			Now this, now here, was a man with a passport. Manuel would visit the next day to go over their plan. He’d get Soli to California, he said, no matter what it took. She was leaving! The promise of it stoked a flame that blazed through her. Already, Popocalco, this house of smoke, was shrinking away. Already, this existence was nothing but a distant prick of light. Electrified by the promise of forward motion, Soli stretched up to kiss the sky, growing and growing, until she too was a flaming tower, a castle of light, sparking from the eyes, spitting streaks of joy.

		

	
		
			1.

			Preeti Patel was getting married. Kavya was wearing black.

			The decision wasn’t a symbolic one. She’d bought a black Mysore silk sari on University Avenue on a whim one day. Also on a whim, she’d had the sari blouse stitched in the provocative new cut, held together by nothing more than a thin ribbon tied across her back. She wanted to surprise her husband, so she tied the blouse herself, guided by the bony hills of her scapulae. Eight yards of silk, woven with silver thread. At the end hung a swathe embroidered with banyan trees and antlered deer. She straightened the pleats that cascaded from her hips to her ankles, climbed tidily over her chest and down her back. She clipped on a pair of heavy silver earrings that spilled down to her shoulders and matched her silver choker. Her feet she slipped into silver stiletto heels.

			Rishi looked up when she emerged from the bedroom. He was striking in a blue silk kurta. “You’re wearing black,” he said.

			“It’s classy,” she answered.

			He crossed his arms, then walked over and kissed the junction of her neck and shoulder.

			The sun beat down as they drove. Coastal waters gave way to outlet malls and farmland. It was warm, even for July. Kavya was getting over-warm, but when she turned the AC dial, nothing happened. “What’s going on?”

			“Push it in.”

			“I did.”

			Rishi shrugged. “Open a window, then. It’s better for you.” It’s what they did in Berkeley, where the air was crisp enough most days. But Kavya knew well this strain of windshield glare. An open window would bring nothing more than a blast of sick heat. She spun the knob, jiggled it, pounded at it. She was sweating now, itching, moisture beading above her lip. She grunted at Rishi, who seemed to have no intention of helping.

			“Sorry?” He sent her a sidelong glance, a wan smile. He glowed in the heat, the way a woman should, his face a collection of plains and fine ridges. He placed a hand on her knee as he drove, which he seemed to think would disarm her. In the old days, Rishi would have pulled over and inspected the air-conditioning himself. He would have pulled out the manufacturer’s manual or even reset their route to take them through more temperate territory. Those were the days when they’d first met, undergrads at UC Berkeley, when Rishi would make his daily appearance in the student café where Kavya was a barista. He’d spend too long at the counter, ignoring the line behind him, asking her about the coffee beans (about which she knew nothing) or the pastries (delivered weekly by a supplier). He’d do anything, those days, to get their brief transactions to last longer than they should have; he’d show up on campus where he knew she’d be, find reasons to bump into her, leave behind his desi posse to linger on Sproul Plaza, where she recruited for activist groups and ran teach-ins and sit-ins. She was his object of fascination, though she’d been plain without makeup, and he a sculpted ideal. Back then, she wondered why he would be interested in her, aside from the fact that she was tall and reasonably fit. She concluded that a person as immaculately beautiful as Rishi might stop looking for beauty in others. He’d search instead for the non-physical: intelligence, humor, all-around chutzpah. Kavya reasoned that she must have possessed some combination of these—or was it simply the fact that she seemed, for a while, to want nothing to do with him? In a world that admired handsome men, obeyed them, promoted them, Kavya became the unattainable, the object of Rishi’s devotion.

			But this: This wasn’t devotion. The hand on her knee was a gentle plea to please be quiet, to let him drive and think in peace of whatever it was he was thinking. She jerked her knee, and the hand slid off.

			What Rishi was thinking about was the wedding; specifically, the wedding invitation, and more specifically, the groom’s name, Vikram Sen, etched in crimson. Vikram Sen was CFO of Weebies, the Silicon Valley megapolis where Rishi worked. The Internet supersite had cornered the market on baby and children’s gear, social networking for parents, and a steady feed of articles designed to affirm a reader’s existing parenting style while simultaneously triggering worries—the smallest and most niggling—that trying one notch harder might make the difference between decency and brilliance for their wee ones.

			Sen was rumored to have a stuffed Bengal tiger in his office and a liquor cabinet that took up an entire wall. At Weebies, they called him the Don. Rishi read in a Forbes profile that he’d graduated from Harvard Business School, moved into a two-bedroom apartment in San Francisco with five other software engineers, and helped build the walls of the empire over which he now presided. Yes, there had to have been closed doors and failures along the way, but no one spoke of those now. All anyone talked about now were share prices and visits from Brangelina and the boom-boom-boom of unmitigated industry success. Vikram Sen was indisputably an Internet wonder boy, a divinity of the Silicon Valley pantheon, walking proof of the pulsing, breathing American dream. And Rishi was going to his wedding. His gut twisted at the thought of possibly, very probably, meeting Vikram Sen, face-to-face, palm to palm.

			Rishi himself worked in a remote corner of the Weebies campus. He had a desk in the PR office, where he managed ventilation, an engineering oddity in a building full of well-groomed image slingers. Only once had he stood outside Vikram Sen’s office, sent to test-run an air-quality monitor. He’d lingered, hoping to meet the man himself, but the Don hadn’t emerged.

			Kavya let out the sort of deep, tremulous sigh that begged for commentary. “Hey,” Rishi said. “You’ll be fine. We’ll have fun. I promise.” Though he knew where the sigh came from, he knew asking about it would invite an outpouring that would throw the afternoon so far off course that they’d end up ditching the wedding and turning the car back to Berkeley. If Kavya wasn’t going to start, he most definitely wouldn’t.

			When they arrived, he waved his way past the valets and parked more than a block away, along the neighborhood sidewalk. He turned to Kavya. “Ready?” She frowned and touched her hair. The wind from the open windows had plucked ringlets from her updo, and they sprang off her head like confetti. He opened his door and paused. “Hey, beautiful.” He tucked a ringlet behind her ear. “We’ll have fun. I promise.” He kissed her cheek, then her hand.

			“Okay.” She took a deep breath and opened the door with a thrust of her toe.

			A mandap was set up at the far end of the Patels’ backyard, three acres on the outskirts of Sacramento, land that used to be gold territory but now lay fallow. It belonged to Hitesh and Suma Patel, her parents’ oldest friends. Hitesh Patel moved among his guests, his belly shaking with every back he slapped. Above the land floated gold, pounds and pounds of it, on earlobes and chests and wrists of ladies wrapped in silk, their brows arched and perfectly threaded, scanning the land like aging lionesses.

			In the beginning, Kavya’s parents had befriended the Patels because they had little choice. The scarcity of Indians in the 1970s had propelled this North-South friendship. Preeti grew up three blocks from Kavya in a modest, tree-lined neighborhood. Three blocks in India might have kept them from ever meeting, but among the Caucasian tundra of suburban Sacramento, it had felt essential that the girls be friends. Soon enough, their parents realized that they got along, as well, that they shared more than nationality, and that the neutralizing effects of American soil would allow their friendship to flourish.

			Kavya hitched up the folds of her sari to walk over the wet grass. After the girls grew up and left home, the Patels moved here, to a gated community on the outskirts of town, at the foot of the Sierra Nevadas. Houses here had bathrooms the size of Berkeley bungalows and lawns that stretched without purpose, unfettered by other plant life, disrupted only by swimming pools and the occasional gazebo. Calling it a community was a stretch. Houses—mansions, really—were spread so thinly across the grassy hills that neighbors went mostly undetected.

			She wouldn’t have gone, except that not to go would have made a stronger statement than she was willing to make. Preeti Patel was getting married and sealing forever her victory over Kavya. Over the years, the girls had grown from playmates to rivals and begrudging friends. To be fair, it was Kavya who begrudged; Preeti was endlessly gracious, completely unimpeachable in her maintenance of friendship. Preeti was infallibly interested and interesting, and if she felt superior to Kavya, she never spoke of it, never mentioned her own achievements. That was left to the mothers.

			And also to be fair, there wasn’t much rivalry to speak of. Rivalry suggested equality, and Preeti beat Kavya at every step, in a flurry of accomplishment, beautifully and without comment: The day Kavya smoked her first spliff, Preeti won the state spelling bee. The night Kavya first let a boy’s hand crawl up her blouse, Preeti won the national spelling bee. The day Kavya gave away the drum set she had failed to master, Preeti became first-chair violinist of the Central Valley Youth Symphony. The week Kavya got into Berkeley, Preeti got into Berkeley. A week later, Preeti received fat envelopes from Stanford, Brown, Yale, UPenn, and Princeton. Harvard had said no, most likely a typographical error that the Patels didn’t bother to pursue. When Kavya spent her weekday afternoons trying to free Tibet and bring back affirmative action, Preeti ensconced herself in the Stanford library, resting only to call her mother. When Kavya spent her weekends cocooned in Rishi’s unwashed sheets, Preeti returned home to eat her mother’s food. When Kavya graduated from Berkeley and became a barista, Preeti won a Fulbright and spent a year studying diabetic blindness in rural Gujarat. The year Kavya started culinary school, Preeti moved back to California with a degree in epidemiology from Johns Hopkins. The week Kavya got audited for misfiling her taxes, Preeti bought her first house, a three-story Victorian in San Francisco’s Noe Valley. They were the Goofus and Gallant of the Central Valley Indians, and most people knew it.

			For seven years, as the girls slipped from their twenties to their thirties, Kavya had this over Preeti: She was married. Matrimonial completion had always been her trump card. Today, it would be swept from her grasp.

			If there had been a belly to stroke, a smooth hill of skin rising bare and brown from the front folds of her sari, she would have had something that Preeti didn’t have, and even when Preeti did have sweet-faced and well-behaved children, it wouldn’t have mattered, because Kavya would have had her own. Even if she’d been mid-cycle, still trying that month, she might at least have declined to drink and felt the murmur of a harbored secret when asked, one hundred times or more, when she and Rishi were having children. But she’d lost again that month. She had tried and failed. She would try and fail and try again.

			Kavya’s mother was the first to see them. She broke from a group of ladies to stalk across the lawn. Still yards away, she cried out, “Where is your mangala sutra?” Kavya only wore her wedding necklace, a thick gold rope with a cluster of pendants, when she knew her mother would be checking. She’d forgotten.

			“Why you’re wearing black?” her mother asked.

			“Hi, Amma.”

			(“Hi, Mom,” Rishi eeked from behind.)

			“Why you didn’t wear the green sari?”

			“I like this one.”

			“Come, maybe Suma Aunty has something you can change. I’ll ask.”

			“No, thank you. I’m wearing this.” Kavya kissed her mother’s cold cheek and caught there the scent of white wine.

			“Are you drinking? Is that alcoholic punch?”

			“Why you couldn’t dress like Preeti? See how lovely she looks!”

			“She’s the bride.”

			Preeti Patel stood at the head of a receiving line, revealing herself, unconventionally, before the ceremony began. She wore a red sari, her hands laced with henna, her neck, face, and hair meshed in gold.

			“Preeti has her head on the right way,” Uma said, her gaze flickering like a moth wing over her own daughter. “Did you eat? Go eat. They have pakoras and some samosas. The samosas are too oily. All this fried food. And go get something to drink.” In the distance was what looked like a fully stocked bar. Rishi spotted an appetizer table and was gone.

			Uma Mahendra clicked her tongue. “See who all is wearing black?” She swung her nose to the group at the far corner of the lawn: Maya Gulati, divorced. Sapna Kumari, lesbian. Aparna Dutta, some sort of filmmaker. Neha Murthy, single. Rakhi Viswant, single. Geetha Nallasivan, Sheela Chatterjee, Veena Jain, all belligerently single. They glided to the bar in black saris and stilettos, a coven of the shameless. They seemed to be having an excellent time. Kavya patted her mother’s shoulder, stuck her purse under her arm, and stalked off to join them.

			“Drink juice,” her mother called. “No boozing!”

			Kavya hadn’t done any boozing for approximately nine months, the length of a pregnancy, but in her case, a steady parade of losses. That evening, her ovulation yet to start, faced with hours of this place, these people, boozing was precisely what Kavya planned to do. A great deal of booze would be required to outlast the mingling, the questions, the ceremony, the post-ceremony mingling, the reception, the speeches, the tearful send-off of bride and groom. Her mission was to reach the bar without interruption, but the odds of making it across the grass without being grabbed for embraces and interrogations were slim. The grass sucked at her heels and halted her step. She was a slow-moving target, easily detected.

			“Kav-YAH!”

			A fierce clamp on her forearm spun her around to face a woman with buttery arms and an enormous and complex, somewhat frightening, bindi. “Hi, Aunty,” Kavya said and fell into the warm cushion of an embrace. The woman pulled Kavya into the waiting gully of aunties, where arms circled her waist, fingered her hair, pinched the skin of her abdomen.

			“Is this Kavya?” came the cry. “Looking just the same, darling! Still working at the pizza parlor, Kavya? Hello, beta, looking sooo lovely, why so skinny, Kavya, where is the belly fat, hah?”

			Like gulls thrown a crust of bread, they frenzied around her, their voices rising to shrieks.

			“Remember, ladies, we got married and fat and that was the way it was, isn’t it, and now these girls are staying so slim, it is good, it is good I think, no, to stay healthy, my knees! My knees are paining me day and night and I think if only I had stayed slim like this, it is good, Kavya, good to stay healthy, but what is this flat belly, hah, when will we see some you-know-what in there Kavya, if no fat then how about a baby, no? How handsome that Rishi is, nothing stopping you, isn’t it? Your poor mother is probably wanting a little one, isn’t it, something to keep her young, nobody’s getting younger, Kavya, we need some grandchildren, isn’t it, that’s what I told my Raju, Raju, go do hanky-panky and bring me the baby, Raju! Go eat, Kavya, you’re looking so tired, these girls work too hard now, isn’t it, remember, ladies, we got married and sat down and that was it, we had to watch the servants, to make sure they didn’t steal, isn’t it, but then we could relax, these young girls stress themselves too much, and then they cannot conceive, isn’t it, no, no, Kavya beta, not saying anything, you will have no trouble noooo trouble having a baby, you will have a hundred babies!”

			Kavya broke from the group and ran, her heels sinking into the lawn, threatening to topple her. As she neared the group in black, they turned to receive her. Maya Gulati plucked a fresh glass of prosecco from the bar. Turning back to Kavya, she lobbed her a small smile, nodded, and raised her glass.

		

	
		
			2.

			Arno, the boy next door, was the first Soli had ever kissed. She was fourteen at the time, and he was an altar boy, noble and broad-shouldered in his white robes. They would meet in the dark and humid side chapel, beneath the saint’s gaze. Soli had thought for twenty-six days that she loved Arno, that they would marry and live together in the village, but then Arno left. Set your heart free, Solimar, Doña Alberta would say. My boy’s doing so well up there, he’s never coming back. Never! Arno went North to work, and Soli, heart-weary, had moved on to the altar boy who replaced him, falling again with gusto, only to lose this second love to the temptations of the North. She wound her heart around the next altar boy, and the two, three, four that followed, resigning herself to the knowledge that she would have to unwind it again, lest it break. When Arno did return, no longer a boy, married now to a woman from Veracruz, he came back with creases around his eyes and dollars tumbling from his pockets and built his mother a home. Soli didn’t want Arno anymore. She wanted a life that moved.

			“She’s the proudest woman in town, that Alberta,” Mama said. “She’s friendly enough, yes, to your face. But I can tell there’s something devilish in there, some devilish kind of pride.” Arno was building a solid American brick house, a dollar house, and from her crumbling adobe cube, Soli watched it every day, rising from the ground, one proud wall and then another. Four brick walls and a tidy flat roof, and then, when they thought it was finished, metal spindles sprang from the roof, the anchors of a second floor. Arno’s mother would have the tallest house in the village. Arno, who had left school at fifteen, who worked like a donkey up North, who had borne humiliation and solitude, had made it all worthwhile.

			“It’s time for me to leave,” Soli had said that spring, for maybe the hundredth time. It had been weeks since Silvia’s letter. This time, her mother turned to her. Her father put down his mug.

			“And what would you do?”

			The conversation, at last, had begun. Soli felt her future, like a winter-shriveled bloom, begin to soften to the sun.

			She watched the dollar house grow, and so did Mama and Papi. They didn’t gawk like Soli did—Mama couldn’t look at it when they walked by. She would lift her eyes to the sky. Soli knew her mother wanted a dollar house. She knew she needed to give her one. She wanted to buy her parents a new roof, so they wouldn’t have to patch the tin that warped and leaked every spring. She wanted to buy them their own telephone line, so they could call her and she them, like the laughing families in the commercials. Papi had raised her to be as focused as a man; Mama had raised her not to depend on one. If she was as independent as they’d raised her to be, then she had no choice but to leave. She could have gone to the city, but who knew what waited there? If she was going to leave, she would leave like a man.

			There were certain risks, of course, to leaving as a woman.

			“¡Violación!” Mama hissed the word, a spark of spittle flying from her lips. It was a word never to be said aloud, lest it caught and flared. “If they rape the ugly ones, think what they’ll do to you.”

			Soli hadn’t known what to say to this. She didn’t know where to begin.

			“Manuel seems to be a good man,” Mama comforted herself.

			“How do you know?” Soli asked, and regretted it immediately.

			“Señora Ruiz. Juanita’s mother? You know the old one with the mole? You know she was born with that thing? The doctors said it would grow into her eye socket and blind her, but her parents said no, no—”

			“Mama.”

			“Okay, so. Señora Ruiz has another daughter. This is her daughter’s nephew, this Manuel.”

			“And?”

			“And so we know him, don’t we?”

			Soli knew there was only one answer.

			“I will be fine.”

			“Yes. You will.”

			No one’s nephew, she wanted to say, could be anything but a saint. Surely the mere fact of having an aunt would fill a man with virtue. But she kept her mouth shut. It seemed like a good time to start.

			

			•   •   •

			MANUEL CAME TO THE HOUSE the day after the festival. When he pulled up in front of their home, the neighbors seeped out of their doorways and gathered on the drive. They stood with their arms crossed, examining the man—still handsome in the daylight—who’d come for their Soli. A few gazed solemnly at the Cadillac.

			He wore a tie and shiny black shoes. He had a neat black mustache and a small patch of hair on his chin. He spoke respectfully to her parents and showed them what he’d be driving. It was a lion of a car, long and black, with a red-and-gold crest on its hood. Papi ran his hand over its roof and nodded. Manuel’s eyes rested on the fingerprints left behind.

			She remembers this: The prospect of riding in such a car with such a man made her feel like she could lift off the ground, soaring.

			“Look here,” Manuel said. He had a radio in there and a cell phone. He had cases of bottled water in the trunk. And he whipped from his pocket a navy blue passport with a crisp picture of him on one page, stamped with symbols that winked in the light. Soli would ride with him to the border, and then she would hide. Manuel, with his blue-and-gold passport, would be welcomed home to America. He showed them how the backseat lifted up to reveal a small compartment, big enough for a girl like Soli to fold herself into. She’d stay hidden until they crossed safely, cleared the guards and vigilantes, and then she’d emerge, an American butterfly.

			The compartment looked as small as Popocalco felt.

			Papi took one look at it and shook his head. “No,” he said. “No, no, no. Thank you, señor, for your time, but no way will my daughter be climbing into a trap like that.”

			“Papi! I can do it. I’ll be okay.” And with Papi, Manuel, and all of Popocalco watching, Soli climbed in to prove it. “See,” she called, her lips smashed against her knees. “No problem!”

			Manuel said, “Señor, you have my word. She will be safe in there. She will spend thirty minutes. Forty. And see? Breathing vents. Cut into the fabric.” He grinned at Papi. “Pretty smart, right?”

			Soli climbed out. “Please, Papi.”

			“She’s lucky she’s small, señor. A man could never do this.” Papi walked away. He would help her go, she knew, but he would never say yes.

			

			•   •   •

			PAPI WAS A CORN FARMER. His father and his grandfather were corn farmers. It was what the family did, until the corn became too expensive to farm, and then impossible to sell. The strain of corn from Soli’s valley was eleven thousand years old, an age beyond her understanding. But now the stalks bent to the ground, or lay heaped like dead grasshoppers.

			The day before Soli left Popocalco, her father took her on a walk through town. They walked to the church and lit a candle at Clara’s altar. The saint gazed down. She knew things of Soli that no one else did. Soli believed in saints, mostly because she’d been told to, but as she grew from a child to a woman, she’d started to question the parameters of the arrangement. Could this supposed patron be two places at once? Was she confined to the village? Would she follow Soli down the highway and across the border, or hang hovering above the cantina television, keeping the picture from fizzling to static in the crucial seconds before Granados broke from the defensive line to strike?

			They walked past the cantina and ignored the buzzing television and the voices that called out to them. They walked past the village’s only billboard, hand-painted: Señora Garza makes the freshest tortillas! 57 La Calle! Señora Garza’s for the best and the freshest! Her father held her hand. “Listen, m’ija,” he said. “The place you’re going? Not everyone makes it there. It isn’t easy. People die from the heat, they die from hunger. They get shot. You take care of yourself. Make sure you get fed. Call the cantina from every phone you can find or borrow. They’ll come get me. Stick with Manuel. He is a good man, a trustworthy man, and we’re giving him all the money we could find. You hear that? We’re paying him. You don’t need to pay him. You don’t pay him in any way.”

			

			•   •   •

			MANUEL CAME FOR HER on a Wednesday morning before dawn. It was strange, thinking back, that the day was nothing but a Wednesday, that it had no more momentous name than that. There were people who woke that day and did nothing to change their lives. And then there was Soli. Manuel waited with the engine running. She had a coat and one rucksack. Inside the house, Papi said goodbye. He pressed a folded American bill—five dollars—into his daughter’s palm. Then he hugged her. Papi held her for a very long time, until her ear ached from the press of his sternum. Instead of wrapping her arms around him, Soli lifted the bill and studied it. She’d never held American money before and couldn’t pull her gaze from the ashen green.

			Mama wouldn’t say goodbye. She locked herself in the bedroom. “Mama,” Soli called. She banged on the door. “Mama, come and say goodbye to me. Mama?” She said it twice, and then she shouted it. She commanded that her mother come out. She scraped at the door, as she used to when she was small and her parents would shut themselves in there some afternoons.

			“Mama,” she said. “Don’t be angry.”

			From inside, she heard her mother sob. “M’ija, get out of here.”

			“Mama! This is your last chance.”

			But she didn’t come out. Later, Soli would realize that if her mother had come out, if she had wrapped herself around her girl the way Papi had, she would never have let her go.

			

			•   •   •

			SOLI SPENT TWO DAYS in a car with Manuel, and the one good thing she could say about him was that he didn’t lay a finger on her. He didn’t talk much, either. When she asked him questions, he answered them and fell silent again. Mostly he hummed to the radio, American music she recognized from youth nights at the church, which she’d stopped going to because eventually she and not-all-there Torta were the only youths left. They drove first from Popocalco to a place near Oaxaca City. Soli had been to the city before, but never beyond it. After a night in Morelia with her mother’s aunt, they were meant to head up through Mazatlán, then Obregón, as Manuel had shown Papi, tracing his map with his highlighter pen. Soli was no genius, but she could read a map. And so, when Manuel veered right and sped off on a junction marked for Monterrey, she sat up fast. All this time, they’d been heading west. Without warning, Manuel had turned east.

			“What do you think you’re doing?” she asked.

			“What do you mean?”

			“You’re going the wrong way. You’re going east.”

			“You mind your business.”

			“This is my business. Where are we going?”

			“I’ve got business to take care of this way, okay?”

			“With who?”

			He waited before answering. “With a contact.” His eyes slid from Soli to the road.

			“That’s not what you told my family,” she said. “You need to get me to California. You gave your word!”

			He said nothing.

			“Get me out of here! Let me out!” She pulled at the door handle. She beat on the window.

			“Who’s the driver?” His roar filled the car. “Who is the driver?”

			Soli cowered in her seat, certain he would strike her. The doors were the high-tech kind that locked while the car was moving. A good thing, too, because if she’d opened the door and jumped from that car, her story would have ended there.

			Later, it would make sense that this handsome man who was supposed to be her companion, her easy ticket in, had veered east when Papi had given everything for a promised west. She’d had a lot of time in the car to think—sixteen hours, precisely—enough time to come to a few conclusions.

			First. A man like Manuel doesn’t do things to be kind. Soli had heard how other people crossed, in the backs of trucks, stacked like tortillas, one atop the other. Sitting in the cool cushion of that car, she realized that her parents could not have begged, borrowed, or stolen enough money to pay for a chauffeured, air-conditioned ride through the border. It was a conclusion that could come to light only when she’d broken from her parents, when the speed and sky and solitude of her journey opened new vistas of logical thought. When they took the eastern route to Monterrey, she knew for sure that polite Manuel, handsome Manuel, Manuel with the gleaming, purring lion of a car, had told her father a big sweaty lie.

			Second. Never trust a man who plucks his chin. Manuel plucked his chin every time he thought she was asleep. Sometimes he’d do it at high speeds, one hand on the steering wheel, the other plying his devil-beard with a pair of gold tweezers.

			Third. With the ship sinking, she’d have to rescue what she could. When Manuel walked off for a piss in the bushes that day, she opened the trunk and crammed as many bottles as she could into her backpack. Later that afternoon, he stopped the car and said he had to make a call. When he was out of sight, she opened his glove compartment and found three things: a tape cassette from someone named Prince, a tube of hand cream, and a blade, nine inches long and sharp enough to make her fingers tingle through its sheath. She took all three.

			

			•   •   •

			SOON THEY CAME TO AN encampment with red trucks and large tents, dusty men and a few women sitting in groups, waiting in lines. Like her, they were heading for the border, and the camp was a place to stop, sleep, and, if they were lucky, eat.

			“This is where you stay tonight,” Manuel said.

			“And then what?”

			Manuel sighed through his nose, turned to Soli, and said, “Okay. I’ll show you.” He pulled over at the outer edge of the camp, hopped from the driver’s seat to the back.

			“The compartment?” he asked. “Remember that?”

			He yanked at the backseat and the cushion lifted. The compartment into which Soli had folded herself, all those days ago, was packed now with cloudy green plastic, wrapped around blocks of white. Even through the green, she could see how pure the white was.

			“You want me to do something with that?”

			“Good girl. Fast learner.” Soli listened with equal parts denial and fascination as Manuel explained his plans for her, speaking with a buoyancy she’d never seen in him. In Manuel’s mind, Soli would get to the United States, all right, but she wouldn’t be going through the border, not in his Cadillac, and certainly not in the secret compartment. He held his sides, laughing high and wheezy, when she reminded him that she’d planned to hide in there. “I can’t believe you fit in that thing,” he said, and giggled. “I couldn’t believe it when you got in! I was like, Oh, shit, she’s getting in!” He broke into full-gale laughter, and then paused. “Soli.” He took her hand in his. “We’ve spent many days together, and I feel like maybe we’re friends.” He searched for her gaze. “Are we friends? Yes?”

			She nodded slowly.

			“Then I feel like I can trust you. I feel like you can do this, like you’re smart enough. Take a walk with me.” As they walked toward the camp, Manuel explained to Soli that he would drive her to Piedras Negras, on the Texas border.

			“Texas? You said California. Is California close to Texas?”

			He looked into her eyes then, and she caught a shimmer of irritation. “Yes, Soli, Texas is very close to California.”

			She waited for more.

			“I’ll take you to a market run by my friends, very nice people. Good people, Soli. And from there, you’ll pass into America. With a few small packages.”

			“The ones from the car?”

			He closed his eyes, smiled, and nodded. “That’s it! Easy, don’t you think?”

			“But what about the border? And what about the car? Can’t I just come with you?”

			“The border, Soli, is up here.” With his foot he drew a line in the dirt. “And the passage you’ll be taking?” He pointed at the ground. “The passage you’ll be taking is way down there. Under the ground.” He took a step closer to her, his lips at her ear. The base of her spine caught a warm shiver. He murmured low. He murmured like a lover. “You’ll be crawling under the feet of the pinche idiota border guards, Soli, and they won’t have a clue. I urge you to give them the finger as you pass. They’ll never know. From Mexico to the States, just like that.” He began to laugh, quietly, through his teeth. “Good, right? Right, Soli?”

			“I’ll be crawling? Through a tunnel?”

			“You’re small. You fit in that compartment? You’ll have no problem with a tunnel.” He gripped her elbow, leaned in until she hardly had space to breathe. “It’s good, right, Soli?”

			Soli searched for words, for her voice, for a gust of air. “Yes,” she whispered. “It’s good.”

			“Good! Now go get yourself some food, chula. Beans are hot!” He gave a small hop and spun around. “The beans are hot and good, Soli,” he called, as she walked away. She turned to watch him lean back, open his arms, and roar to the sky: “THE BEANS ARE HOT AND GOOD!”

		

	
		
			3.

			The wedding ceremony began. It had been nine months since Kavya had stopped drinking. Two glasses of prosecco, and she began to rock and keel like a storm-weary ship.

			“You’re leaning on me,” Rishi muttered.

			“You’re comfortable.”

			He sighed and put his arm around her. Kavya closed her eyes. She could feel the light wind in her nostrils, the fading sun on her eyelids. Soon she felt nothing. She was asleep.

			Rishi squeezed her arm. “Wake up.”

			The ceremony had begun. The guests around her had been watching her and smiling, but turned back to the mandap when she woke.

			“Jesus.”

			“Sorry,” she whispered.

			Uma sat several rows away, and hadn’t noticed. She’d grown used to the small embarrassments her daughter chose to inflict—her undesirable hairstyles, the torn jeans she’d worn for the duration of the nineties, the time she was interviewed on camera at some sort of protest, surrounded by a gang—and what if they really were a gang!—of young men, their angry mouths, their arms around her shoulders. Later, she bore with dignity Kavya’s failure to dive straight from college into a professional degree, the jobs she took making coffee and pizzas. Her own husband rarely emerged from his study, and she was forced to save face alone. She brought her woes to her lady friends, in a Munchausen by proxy of maternal strife. Her friends played their roles. No need to worry, Uma. The world is getting smaller. If this Rishi doesn’t marry her, somebody else will. She is a good girl, she will know what to do. She is a smart girl, no?

			This was little comfort to Uma, who had watched the smartest girls, the goodest girls, fall victim to caprice, some marrying Europeans and running off across the world, others marrying Americans and quickly divorcing, one caught cheating on her husband. Another—and this bored into Uma’s deepest fears—married an African. And moved to Kenya. Or maybe it was Uganda. I think of it and want to faint, Uma told Kavya. Even the arranged marriages seemed to falter—one girl marrying a caste-compliant engineer who turned out to be a homosexual. Uma had assumed her own daughter was more vulnerable than these other good-smart girls, and that she too would end badly. The world was getting smaller, and the smaller it got, the more intensely Uma sensed its darkest corners.

			

			•   •   •

			KAVYA AMBLED THROUGH THE REST of the evening without overtly embarrassing her family. After the ceremony, a summary of Hindu ritual during which the priest translated his Sanskrit prayers to English and the guests actually listened, Rishi took Kavya by the arm. “Let’s go say hi,” he said. “Come on.”

			As they approached the head table, Preeti stood and took off her marigold garland. She reached out and clasped both of Kavya’s hands in her own. “Kavya! You always look so elegant.” She turned then to Rishi. “Rishi, you must know Vikram already.”

			Kavya was still digesting the fact that Preeti remembered Rishi’s name. That their husbands would know each other hadn’t occurred to her. Vikram spoke first. “I hear you’re at Weebies, Rishi-bhai.” His accent was thick with education, and like some Indian-Indians, his English was so fluent it was nearly incomprehensible.

			“It’s a big place,” Rishi said to Preeti. “Huge.” Kavya searched for some flaw in Vikram Sen, but could find none. His jaw was strong, his teeth perfect, but not disturbingly so. His eyes were piercing and black, and his hair was cropped close to the scalp, salt-and-pepper, perfectly suited to the angles of his face. He was neither haughty nor sniveling. He held Kavya’s hand after shaking it and spoke to her with gravity that conveyed respect, grace, class. He patted Rishi on the back and called him “brother,” as if they’d one day be old friends.

			Rishi cleared his throat and leaned in toward Vikram. “If I can do anything for you at Weebies,” he offered, “don’t hesitate to call.”

			“Thank you for coming,” Preeti said. Then she leaned farther over the table and hugged her friend around the neck, for longer than Kavya expected, the scent of marigolds hypnotic and deep.

			“Stupid,” Rishi muttered, as they walked away.

			“What’s stupid?”

			“If I can do anything for you,” his voice a hokey mockery. “Like he’d need anything from me.”

			“What does he do there?”

			“He runs it. More or less.”

			She halted. “He runs Weebies?”

			Rishi nodded. Kavya fell silent.

			

			•   •   •

			THERE WERE RULES around portion sizes at these things: Just enough was not enough. Excess was adequate. Inadequacy unthinkable. Kavya ate until the drawstring of her underskirt cut into her belly. She let the others leave the table to dance, ignored the calls to the dance floor. The DJ played nothing but bhangra, and there was a limit to how long she was willing to shrug and hop on one foot. So she sat by herself and went on eating, because when she ate with a particular brand of intense focus, most people left her alone. That was when Anuja Jain pulled up a chair and fell into it, her knees ramming into Kavya’s. Kavya barely recognized her. As girls they had gone to school together, and to each other’s birthday parties. Anuja Jain didn’t seem to notice she was eating. She leaned in.

			“I hear you’re trying to have a kid.”

			The food in Kavya’s mouth went dry.

			“Listen. I’m giving you fair warning. I love my kids, okay?”

			Kavya sighed.

			“And you’ll love your kids, too, but they will suck you dry, Kavya. They will suck away your time, your body, your mind, your sleep, your plans—everything you wanted to do. Gone. You will be a dry husk of your former self. You will be an angry drone. You, as you know it? Over.”

			Anuja Jain sat back and waited for her words to take effect. Kavya shoved another wedge of naan into her mouth.

			“You won’t recognize yourself in ten years, my friend. You will be a tumbleweed. And you’ll never have sex again. With Rishi or anyone else.”

			“Okay.”

			“It’s over. It’s over for all of us, but no one tells us, do they? I’m telling you, though. This is your warning.”

			Kavya said nothing. A long silence followed.

			“I mean, I love my kids. I do. I love being a mom. You’ll see what I mean when it happens.”

			Kavya swallowed her food. “Fair warning,” she said.

			The childhood friends, women now, looked each other over. “Let me ask you something,” Kavya said. “Did my mom tell you I wanted to get pregnant?”

			“Oh. You know.” Anuja gazed across the yard. “These things, weddings. It’s all talk talk talk.”

			Kavya rose and stepped away from the table. She abandoned her plate and Anuja Jain, the dried and angry husk of Anuja Jain, and went off to find a dark and quiet corner.

			Tucked into a distant nook of the yard, she found what seemed to be a surplus gazebo. But because there were no dark or quiet corners when her mother was around, it wasn’t long before she heard a familiar shuffle and the high tinkle of Uma’s bangles. The prosecco had made Kavya happy first, then sleepy. Now she sat in its depressive exhaust. A moment later, Uma stood before her, her bun of hair haloed by a nearby floodlight.

			“Kavya?” Uma sounded angry. “Kavya? Why you’re sitting here?”

			Kavya didn’t answer. When she was a child, she’d pretend to have stomachaches when her mother was angry, and Uma would melt with guilt and worry.

			She waited for her mother to sit. “Why did you tell people?”

			Uma crossed her arms.

			“Why did you tell people I couldn’t get pregnant?”

			“Pah! I didn’t say anything.”

			“Then how do people know? Why did Anuja Jain come over and warn me not to have kids?”

			“She’s a bad mother. She has no patience.”

			“That’s not what I mean.”

			“Chih! Don’t insult me.”

			“Who did you tell?”

			“Kavya, kanna, listen to me.” She tilted her head, honey-voiced, conciliatory. “I only said you are wanting to have a child. Nothing more. Why so much fuss?”

			“But you told people. I told you not to tell.”

			“And so? When they ask me about you, they say why this Kavya isn’t having any babies, and what do I say then? Of course you want a baby, isn’t it? You are trying. This is what I tell them.”

			“And then they spin it into this huge thing, Mom!”

			“Don’t call me that.”

			The floodlight timed out, and they sat in the fresh black of the garden. In the distance, she could hear the galloping beat of bhangra, the shouts of people who could let go and enjoy themselves. She wondered where Rishi was.

			“So?” Uma asked quietly. “What now? What’s the plan?”

			Kavya sat back and crossed her arms. “I’d rather not say.”

			Uma blinked. “And if no baby comes? What then?”

			“I guess we’ll adopt.”

			Uma threw her head back and laughed. It was not an amused laugh. It was more a shout to the heavens, a final renunciation. And with that she stood, sighed, and exited the gazebo. In the moist grass, her footsteps faded to silence.

			Kavya let her mother go. From beyond the foothills, a breeze blew across the property, heavy with magnolia, sweet with camphor. It was time to go home.

		

	
		
			4.

			If Soli found a phone and called the cantina, Papi would find her here and take her home, away from Manuel and his tunnel. They would ride a dusty bus, side by side, for hours.

			But she did not want to go home. She did not want to go back to that life. She wanted California, and she wanted it badly enough that anyone who threatened to take it away, even someone she loved very much, would have to be ignored.

			She spent that night lying on a plastic mat, courtesy of Grupo Beta. She didn’t sleep, of course. Her backpack, bulky with bottles that she’d stolen from Manuel, lay next to her. She cradled it like a boyfriend. Exhaustion was everywhere. The others were too tired to care about the hard ground or the heat. She watched the stars and thought about Popocalco. When summer days baked their house and made sleep impossible, they’d lie outside and let the mountain breezes cool them to a stupor. There, like here, she could see the languid moon. But here, she couldn’t hear the whisper of the valley or the shlack-shlack of corn stalks in the wind. Here, the air was dense. Into its silence seeped the whine of power lines above, the snores of coyotes, the anonymous trumpets of gas and passing motorcars. An airplane droned overhead. She heard an animal howl, loud and close. She sat up. What a feast they would make for a hungry beast, she and these weary pilgrims.

			And then she saw someone else sit up but couldn’t see his face, just the lean arch of his torso. He had hair that rose in a mad crown around his head, and across that rustling meadow of bodies, they watched each other.

			He lay down again, and so did she.

			

			•   •   •

			WITH THE MORNING, the sun sliced through her, blinding at first. She had to squint until the glare softened. It was this light that brought her Checo, wild-haired and warm, as certain as a ray of sun.

			An orange truck pulled into the camp. Already a line of people waited for the men to set up tables. At a separate table, they had set up a medical station, bandaging feet and checking for head lice. Why Grupo Beta bothered helping them, a bunch of hopefuls heading for the exits, she could only imagine.

			She spotted Manuel in the distance, leaning on his car and talking on his phone. He plucked at his chin with his fingernails.

			When she reached the front of the food line, the Beta man dripped a half-ladle of beans onto her plate, where they sat in a sheepish pool. The men before her had been given full servings. Soli knew this food was free, that she should have shut up and taken what she was given. But the thing is, she was hungry, and she wanted as much as everyone else.

			“I want more,” she said.

			“That’s enough for you.”

			“The men before me got more.”

			“Move down the line, please.”

			She stayed put.

			“You’re small. That’s all you need. Now move down.”

			The men behind her began to make noise. Move on, señorita! Keep it moving, chica.

			There was much grumbling and shouting. Soli didn’t budge. Behind her, she felt the rising cloud of irritation. Whistles and more shouts. Someone yelled, “We’re all hungry, so move your pretty pompas!”

			And then, from the swelling hubbub of the food line, a single voice: “Give her mine,” it said. It flared again: “Give her mine!” A voice of wood and air, it blew like a mountain flute.

			The Beta man looked down the line, locked eyes with the voice, and cursed. He slopped more food on her plate.

			Soli made a decision. This was the voice for her. She would stick with this voice.

			It belonged to a young man, thin and capable. From his head rose a hurricane of hair, pushed back with a headband. She’d never seen anyone like him. He couldn’t have been much older than her. Twenty, maybe. He sat in a cluster of men and boys. He squinted into the sun, shook his head, threw his hands in the air as he spoke. Thin ropes circled his wrists. His name was Checo.

			She could tell this much from where she sat: Checo wasn’t scared. And she was. He seemed to know what he was doing. And she hadn’t a clue. She looked back at Manuel, who was scanning the crowd now, looking for her. For all her ignorance, she knew she’d have to make her own move. The key, she sensed, was to pretend she didn’t care. Take him or leave him, whoever he was, this man who radiated promise. He stood at the edge of the camp now, staring down the train tracks, when she walked to his side.

			He saw her. Nodded. “Get enough to eat?”

			“Sure.” She peered down the tracks herself and saw nothing but quavers of heat. “You headed to the States?” she asked, at last.

			He smirked. “I sure am, señorita. And you? Japan?”

			She had no reply to this, so she mustered her courage and said, “I think I’ll come along with you.”

			This earned an outright yelp of glee. The man doubled over, hands on knees, laughing. Soli stared. She’d never made a person laugh like this before. Other travelers turned to watch them. A few of his friends gathered round, looking from Soli to the man and back. Soli turned to leave.

			“Wait!” He held up a hand, waved a finger at her. “Don’t go,” he said. “Okay.”

			“Okay what?”

			“If that’s what you want? You can come with us.” He smiled for real then.

			A small boy stepped forward from his group of friends, looked Soli up and down. “Can you ride trains?” He whacked her on the arm. “You ever ride a train before?”

			Soli gazed at the boy, rubbed her arm.

			“I can ride a train,” she said. Anyone could ride a train, she thought.

			Soli found Manuel by the latrines.

			“Keep your tunnel,” she told him. “And keep my Papi’s money. I’m going on my own from here.”

			He peered at her, shook his head. “You don’t know what you’re saying, fresa. There’s no thank-you-and-goodbye for us. You’re part of this now. You know that, right?”

			Soli’s heart pounded through her temples. She fought the urge to cry out. If she ran, Manuel would surely catch her.

			“Okay,” she said. “Okay, Manuel. I’m going to the bathroom now, okay? Wait here.”

			He shrugged, grinned. “I can wait all day.”

			The bathroom was packed with women: women washing their faces, women hunched over sinks and splashing water under their arms, women waiting for the three toilets. Where had they all come from? She grabbed one. “Trade clothes with me,” she said. “Please!”

			The woman scoffed at Soli, looked her up and down. “I don’t think so.”

			She tried another and another, until finally one shrugged and said, “Okay.”

			“Thank you,” Soli said.

			“What’s wrong with your clothes?”

			“Nothing! They’re fine.”

			And with that, she traded her pink T-shirt and blue jeans for a pair of old brown trousers that cut off at her knees, and a T-shirt that read Soccer Players Do It for 90 Minutes. When she took out Manuel’s knife and stood at the sink, hacking at her hair, no one seemed to notice. Desperation was strength, and Soli’s enabled her to saw through her ponytail and shred away the locks that hung loose around her forehead, until she looked like a bona fide, wholly unnoticeable fourteen-year-old boy. Luckily, her breasts were negligible. She ambled from the bathroom with a masculine limp, spat on the ground, and marched past Manuel, still stationed by the bathroom entrance, who barely turned her way.

			“Idiota,” she muttered, as her heart petered down to a workable beat.

			

			•   •   •

			LATER, CHECO LAUGHED AT HER. “You’re becoming an American already,” he said. “Give me my food! It’s mine, it’s mine!”

			“I wasn’t being American. I was hungry. And if this were the States, they would have called the police.”

			Checo hadn’t gone hungry, either. “I knew they were bullshitting,” he said. “They had enough for everyone. They just like to be in charge.” He paused. “You look like a boy now. What happened?”

			He had no sense, that first morning, of what would grow between them, those days on the trains. But Soli knew, from the second he shouted down the food line, that Checo was right all over. With his hands, his hair, his heat, he was the wind that would carry her North.

			When the small boy had punched her and asked if she could ride a train, Soli had envisioned boarding a passenger train. She’d worried that they’d be boarding without tickets, without money, that they’d have to hide when the collector showed up. She was more wrong than she could have imagined. Later that morning, a freight train pulled onto the tracks near the camp. It hissed its arrival, a great metal snake. There it stopped, waiting to be loaded and unloaded.

			The Beta man was firm: “No one is to ride this train,” he said. “It is illegal to ride on top of a freight train. It is against the law. You will be arrested,” he said, “and sent back home.” Then he paused. “Please watch out for tunnels. If you see a tunnel coming, lie down flat. Hitting the top of a tunnel will kill you.”

			Here’s the thing: The police weren’t going to stop them. There were too many travelers to arrest them all, and no one, not even the police, had any interest in stopping a horde of penniless kids from getting out of Mexico.

			Soli began to understand that getting on a freight train when you haven’t been invited wasn’t a wise thing to do. Checo explained it to her beforehand. “You wait for the train to start moving, you run like hell and you climb on,” he said. “If you fall, you’re carne molida.”

			“Why can’t you get on before it starts?”

			“You’ll get caught,” he said. “Now, listen. You run alongside it and catch up to one of those ladders on the side. See those? You run, you climb, and you get onto the train. You go first, and I’ll come up behind you.”

			“Okay.”

			“I won’t be able to pull you up,” he said. “You’ll have to do that yourself. You got strong arms?”

			“I don’t.”

			He clasped her arm where the muscle should have been.

			“Well. You’re light. You’ll be fine. Give me your backpack,” he said. “I’ll carry it.”

			She hugged the bag more tightly.

			“There you go again. I’m not going to take it. I’m going to carry it so you can run.”

			She took it off and gave it to him. He had to loosen the straps to get it on. “What’s in here?” he asked.

			“Water.”

			He took the pack off, opened it, and cursed quietly. “You brought these all the way from Oaxaca?”

			“I took them from that man. And there’s a knife in there, too. And a Prince tape.”

			He shook his head. He was wondering about her, she could tell. What passed across his face was a cool, fast cloud of doubt. She wanted to tell Checo that on a journey like this, you kept the things you owned, because you never knew what might be stolen by rough hands or sorry circumstance. But because she was a girl with hummingbirds in her heart, she kept this wisdom to herself. She let Checo do the knowing.

			And then he put the backpack down and looked straight into Soli’s eyes. “You’ll have to keep up, okay?” He cupped her elbow. “Don’t get left behind.”

			Running for a train was easy enough because she had a goal in mind, and that goal made her forget the raw skin between her thighs, the pounding in her feet and knees. It was a race she had a chance of winning. Pulling herself onto a moving train was something else. It was then that she began to doubt herself, when she realized just how weak her arms were, how fickle the elbows. The train gnashed its wheels at her, sent the sound of metal on metal right up through her bones and into the marrow.

			Soli’s hand grasped a railing. She faltered. Her elbow flailed and the momentum of the train was harder and stronger than she was. She felt her grip slipping. She felt the ravenous suck of the tracks below.

			And then she felt Checo, his arm around her waist, pushing her up and shouting as the train picked up speed. “Hold on to it!” he yelled. “Pull yourself up. Pull! Grab on!”

			She pulled up, she grabbed. Her foot found a rung and she was on. Checo was behind her, his chest pressed to her back. “Climb up,” he breathed. She climbed, crying without shame, her arms shaking uncontrollably at each rung. When she reached the top, he hoisted both of them to the roof of the train. They lay there for a long while, catching their breath.

			“Thank you,” she said at last. “You saved me.”

			“You fall, I fall.” Either he was making a promise or stating a fact. He unzipped her backpack and opened a bottle.

			“Salud,” he said, took a sip, and passed the water to her. “We’ll get stronger stuff than this tonight.” Soli turned and watched the shrinking past, the faraway camp, and let her nose, her throat, her mind fill with the pleasures of a promising wind.

			As they rode that day, she began to understand the boy-man who’d opened an escape route from Manuel. Checo’s barbaric crown of hair was born of the ceaseless wind. His voice, loudest in the day and with no apparent volume control, came shouting over the rumbling tracks. Everything he said was certain, a pronouncement, because on this train, running beside it, lying flat atop it, you needed to know exactly what you were doing. And if you didn’t know exactly what you were doing, you acted like you did and hoped for the best.

			Soli searched for something to look at. The world rushed past, and her eyes yearned to focus. “Just don’t look so much,” Checo said. “Stop looking. Soften your eyes and try not to see.”

			Clustered around Checo at all times were the collection of young men and boys who had found one another on this journey. They were Mario and Flaco, both fourteen. There was Pepe, whose face still carried a soft, fatty cushion of infancy. “How old are you?” Soli asked. The boy raised his fist and up sprang his middle finger.

			“We’re pretty sure he’s eight,” Checo answered.

			There was one they called Nutsack. Nutsack was older than the rest and spoke good English. He’d made the mistake of translating the word for them, and the name had stuck for good.

			In the afternoon, the group grew quiet. They couldn’t sleep, because sleeping meant falling. But the late afternoon was a time to pretend they were somewhere else, to think of home and slip feathers into the cushions of their futures. When Soli started to doze off, she felt a pinch. “How are you?” Checo asked. She opened her eyes and found herself unable to speak with his face just inches from hers. He cleared a strand of hair from her mouth. If they had been alone, he would have kissed her.

			

			•   •   •

			AS DUSK SHOOED AWAY THE DAY, the train came to a stop. In the distance, not far from the tracks, they spotted the hanging lanterns of restaurants, people out for the evening, music. After the endless rush of wind in their ears, the music was like dew on a leaf.

			“Come with me,” Checo said. They headed into the busy part of whatever town it was. “Tomorrow we ride La Bestia,” he said. “Tonight, we celebrate. What’re you wearing under that coat?”

			“Why, we’re going dancing?”

			He took her hand and led her into a store. “Wait,” he said, and slipped a slick hand—she gasped—around Soli’s neck. Then he unzipped her backpack and pulled out her rosary.

			“Put this on,” he ordered.

			“What? Why?”

			“Just put it on.” He strung the beads around her neck, straightened the cross and set it on her chest, on full display.

			“Better. Let’s go.”

			Because Checo told her to, and Checo hadn’t been wrong yet, Soli walked in, pretending to peruse the back wall of the store. Those boys, they always had plans.

			The only store in Popocalco stocked its liquor at the front so hoodlums like them couldn’t steal it. Checo picked up a jug of wine—not a bottle, but a jug, the kind with a handle.

			“That won’t fit in my bag,” she said.

			“It’s not going in your bag.” He stepped close and hugged her, and as he held her, he pulled up the hem of her T-shirt and shoved the jug inside.

			“Ai!” she cried. The glass was cold on the skin of her belly.

			“Va dar a luz!” he shouted across the store. “My wife is in labor!” She watched him button her jacket up. He frowned at her.

			“Ai!” she gasped. “Ayudame!” She pressed her palm to her back the way pregnant women did and shuffled down the aisle, bending her knees as if the weight of childbirth were driving her into the ground. She wheezed, she whimpered. She made the suffering sounds that she’d seen and heard from others. “Ai, Dios mio!”

			Checo dragged her out the door, leaving the clerk wide-eyed. “We’re having a baby, señor,” Checo shouted as she shuffled out. “Congratulate me!”

			They ran down the road holding hands, her arm supporting her belly. They ran through busy streets and into the dark. Back at the train, the other boys shouted their welcome.

			Pepe’s eyes went wide. “How’d you get that?” he asked her. “You got money or something?”

			“No, Pepe,” Checo said. “She’s got something else you’ll never have.”

			The boys clapped Soli on the back, congratulated her. “You’re one of us now,” Nutsack said.

			“Fuck off. She’s not like you.” Checo screwed the cap off the wine. When Pepe reached for it, he pulled the jug away. “No, no, no, Pepito.” He pointed to the restaurants. “You know what you’ve got to do. Get my wife a bite to eat. She’s just given birth, right?”

			Pepe came back with a bagful of food—a packet of french fries, half a sandwich, two apples, and a tin of biscuits.

			“Where’d you get all this?” Soli asked. “Did you steal it?” She turned to Checo. “Did he steal it?” There was something wrong with making a little boy steal.

			“You think we’d send him? He couldn’t steal daylight from a blind man.”

			It was later that she realized that Pepe had begged. For a little boy with watery eyes, it was easy.

			With the wine that night, they turned their throats to sandpaper, their teeth to gray pebbles. There was no shelter for them there, no red Beta truck or mats to sleep on. Checo made sure Pepe found a decent place to lie. He was short and thin enough to stretch out on a roadside bench. “Yell if anyone bugs you,” he said to Pepe. “You got your knife?” Pepe nodded.

			Checo’s shout died down at night.

			They lay side by side and away from the others, their shelter a humid cloud bank, their blanket the dark. The stars had hidden themselves. Even with the faraway restaurant lights, she could barely see her own hand. Checo laid his jacket on the ground for her. From somewhere else, he brought a sweater. It was shapeless and smelled male. It was big enough to cover her. Checo slept facing Soli, one hand on her shoulder. Through the thick weave, she could feel every inch of his palm, his solid knuckles, each finger a separate promise.

			“Are you warm enough?”

			“Yes.”

			She didn’t believe she could sleep with Checo lying so close, but she hadn’t slept for two days. She thought of how he’d called her his wife, how he’d held her in the store and trusted her to know what to do, how they ran holding hands. And in the middle of all the thinking, she drifted off. Her brain shut down, even as her body buzzed with the nearness of a man.

			When you sleep outside, it feels all right to wake at dawn, no matter how tired you were the night before. She woke to Checo’s open eyes.

			“La Bestia,” he whispered.

			“It’s here?” She sat up and looked around.

			“Lie down, it isn’t ready yet.” He grinned. “Are you warm?”

			“I’m fine,” she said, though the clouds had scattered and made way for the morning’s violet chill.

			Checo propped his head on his palm. “Everyone’s asleep.” He reached for her cross, poked the pads of his fingers into its corners. “You take this everywhere?” he asked.

			“Everywhere.”

			His gaze settled on her. She flooded with joy and terror and wanted to vanish. She couldn’t look up. He was too bright. He would blind her. He lifted her chin and kissed her. They both tasted bitterly of wine and sleep. He kissed her again. His hands, ice-cold, found their way to her waist. Her skin leapt to his touch. His fingers rode the seam of her jeans and she let out a small cry. If anyone had woken and watched, if Pepe had spied on them from his distant perch, he would have seen a peculiar double person, its arms wrapped around itself, its two heads meeting and parting, meeting and parting, a beast in the half-light, quietly surging.

			After sunrise, La Bestia, the death train, growled to life. It was larger than the last train, or any train she’d ever seen. People had fallen from it and died. People had lost limbs. La Bestia was nothing to be excited about.

			

			
				
				•   •   •
			

			THE TRAIN CRAWLED TIRELESSLY up the country, stopping occasionally, sometimes all night, to refuel and take on cargo. From the soles of her feet, through her knees and the base of her spine she could feel the churning of its wheels, the steel blades that would eat her for dinner. When her fear spiked, she fingered the rosary that still hung from her neck. She hadn’t taken it off, even though only the Virgin wore the rosary and to wear it herself was improper and vain, even if she’d been a virgin of the everyday order. It was uppercase blasphemy, but Checo had put the beads there. The cross sat cradled between her breasts, and there it would stay.

			On that train, she didn’t watch the horizon. She focused on Checo. She stared at him. Even with his hair whipping in the wind, he was the most stable thing there.

			“Stop staring like that,” he said.

			She couldn’t. When it was warm enough, he took off his shirt and lay down on it. Only Checo could lie down on La Bestia. Soli didn’t dare.

			“Checo,” she said. “I’m lucky I ran into you.”

			He shushed her, his eyes still closed, and said nothing, seemed only to care for the sunlight that slathered itself across his lids. Just when Soli grew jealous of the sun, he reached for her hand and held it.

			Checo was something between a man and a boy. She didn’t know what to call him. With his friends, he acted like a boy, told dirty jokes and wrestled and laughed at nothing. With Soli at night, in the trackside nests they built of coats and backpacks, he was a man, rough-skinned, sure with his hands, redolent of fuel and bark.

			Eventually, Soli told Checo about Manuel and the tunnel to America. Checo shook his head. “It’s good you got away from him, Soli.”

			Perhaps it was La Bestia’s death roar, or maybe the promise of the North coming ever closer, and with it, the knowledge that they would all be going their separate ways: Soli wanted to tell Checo something memorable. But instead she acted like herself and spouted nonsense and couldn’t stop, even when the wind swallowed her words, even when Checo frowned and pressed an arm over his eyes. She told him where she’d come from, what she thought the North would be like, what she dreamed and feared. She told him about Mama and Papi and the old corn ways. She wanted to tell him everything that she would have told him if their time together hadn’t been ticking down with each passing field. And so she did. It’s a wonder, after four days together, that she still had things to talk about, and it’s a wonder he didn’t push her off the train, and only sat up, looked her in the eye, and said, “Soli, talking time is over.”

			He lay back down and closed his eyes.

			But she wanted to say one more thing.
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